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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Central Asia is a diverse region with a critically important central geography, a plethora of natural resources, 
and rapidly developing industries such as energy production. Central Asia comprises Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 
Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan, all of which are former Soviet republics. Given their Soviet past, 
Central Asia continues to be influenced mainly by Russia, its historical and cultural partner. China, which 
provides new developments for Central Asia’s future with its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), has played a more 
prominent role in Central Asia in recent years. With Russia and China currently playing significant roles in 
Central Asia, what are U.S. interests in Central Asia, and how can the U.S. avoid entangling itself in regional 
conflicts with fellow great powers? 

U.S. policymakers could decide that an expansive foreign policy is in Washington’s interests; however, the 
United States should focus on a narrow set of interests instead. U.S. engagement in the region has been char-
acterized by military intervention by establishing military bases in Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan during the U.S. 
war in Afghanistan. The United States is already remarkably secure with vast oceans to its east and west, as 
well as compliant, peaceful neighbors to its north and south. Rather than engaging in prolonged military ad-
venturism tainted by nation-building and corruption, the United States should adopt a realist and restrained 
approach, focusing on narrow economic and diplomatic partnerships in Central Asia.
 
The United States faces issues regarding energy security and the excavation of rare-earth minerals, which can 
be addressed through cooperation in Central Asia. The United States currently relies on dangerous, autocratic 
regimes like Saudi Arabia for energy production. This situation has given the Saudis leverage to drag the United 
States into contributing to unnecessary wars, such as the war in Yemen. Central Asian countries like Kazakhstan 
are looking for new partners and have untapped potential to contribute more energy to the global market. While 
Central Asian countries are not traditional U.S. allies, with American innovation and oil production experience, 
this can be a mutually beneficial relationship. In pursuing stronger energy relations with Central Asian coun-
tries, political conditions in exchange for gas should be out of the question, given these countries’ reliance on 
Russia for security. 

Rare-earth minerals found in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, such as lithium and cobalt, are critical for many mod-
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ern technologies, including products from computers, 
smartphones, and household appliances.1 They are 
also critical for clean energy technologies like batter-
ies, electric vehicles, wind turbines, and solar panels.2 
The United States remains particularly vulnerable to 
disruptions in the global rare-earth minerals supply 
chains, as it relies heavily on foreign sources to meet 
domestic demand for a commodity critical to its econ-
omy.3 The United States and other Western countries 
can work to stabilize these markets and diversify pro-
duction by facilitating interaction between their min-
ing sectors and those of these countries, contributing 
to greater access to foreign markets and investment. 

European companies such as Glencore and Rio Tinto 
are active in the Central Asian rare-earth mineral 
market.4 Additionally, South Korea and Japan have 
long-standing relations with Central Asian countries 
and are interested in expanding their horizons in 
obtaining rare-earth minerals and improving the ex-
traction process.5 Establishing U.S. mining operations 
in Central Asia will not be an easy endeavor, given 
the relative remoteness of Central Asia. Alternatively, 
it may be more effective for the United States to work 
as an intermediary with its regional allies and actors 
to facilitate a cooperative business environment. 

Cooperation in these areas with Russia and China 
should be among U.S. interests rather than unneces-
sarily raising tensions via direct competition. Russia 
and China will always be the most influential actors 
in the Central Asian region. Despite this, the EU has 
made inroads into establishing constructive, mutually 
beneficial relations with the Central Asian countries. 
The United States can use European engagement as 
an example and improve it by emphasizing trans-
parency, thus lowering tensions with great powers. 
Central Asian countries do not want to be the battle-
ground for great power competition; however, they 
also largely do not want to be bound to Russia and 
China. The United States and its allies should not 
underestimate the opportunity to work with Russia 
and China to optimize the extraction of these resourc-
es and provide mutual benefits that could serve as an 
off-ramp for these current high tensions and reduce 
the risk of future wars. 

Realism and Restraint: U.S. Interests 
in Central Asia 

As mentioned previously, the United States should act 
pragmatically by focusing on a narrow set of inter-
ests critical to Americans. The United States is in the 
market for new energy providers for several reasons. 
While the United States could increase its own oil 
production, the cost of production for U.S. oil signifi-
cantly trumps oil production costs in countries like 
Venezuela and Russia. The United States produces 
around 18.8 million barrels of oil daily but consumes 
around 20.5 barrels daily.6 If this rate continues, the 
United States will perpetually need to buy oil from 
outside sources. 

While the United States gets most of its energy from 
friendly neighbors like Canada and Mexico, it has 
relied on energy-providing actors that are provoking 
conflicts in their local regions, such as Russia and 
Saudi Arabia. For example, of the 7.86 million barrels 
per day the U.S. imported in 2020, Canada provided 
4.13 million barrels of oil, comprising about half of 
the United States’ energy consumption, while Mexico, 
Russia, and Saudi Arabia imported 751,000, 540,000, 
and 522,000 barrels, respectively.7 Without the Key-
stone Pipeline, transport of crude oil from Canada to 
the United States will be limited to expensive meth-
ods like rail, as existing pipelines are operating at or 
near capacity.8 This roadblock may cause the United 
States to turn to other partners. 

Matters have become more complicated following 
the advent of the Russo-Ukrainian conflict, as Presi-
dent Joe Biden issued an executive order prohibiting 
importing Russian petroleum products, liquid natural 
gas (LNG), and coal products as of March 8, 2022.9 
While this is surely a rational and appropriate deci-
sion by U.S. leadership, it will contribute to upset 
calculations and may lead the United States to further 
depend on Saudi Arabia to compensate for this deficit. 
The potential leverage that Saudi Arabia has will be-
come increasingly dangerous for the United States if 
the Biden Administration decides to deepen ties with 
Saudi Arabia because it may translate to the United 
States becoming more involved in Saudi Arabia and 
UAE’s brutal war in Yemen. This military campaign 
in Yemen has killed hundreds of thousands of people 
and tens of thousands of civilians. In fact, in 2018, 
UN humanitarian chief Matt Lowcock said that the 
effects of the conflict, like three food shortages and 
a major cholera outbreak, would contribute to “pos-
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sibly the world’s worst humanitarian disaster for 50 
years.”10 A substantial portion of airstrikes that have 
killed civilians in Yemen have been conducted with 
jets developed, sold, and maintained by U.S. compa-
nies and flown by U.S.- trained pilots.11 On January 
21, 2022, the Saudi-led coalition used a Raytheon pre-
cision-guided munition produced in the United States 
to strike a detention center in north-western Yemen.12 
January 2022 was predicted to be the deadliest month 
for Yemenis as the Saudi coalition military attacked 
airports, hospitals, schools, telecommunication infra-
structure, and a water facility.13 

If the United States wants to reduce its reliance on 
Saudi Arabia for oil production and eliminate its com-
plicity in contributing to Saudi war crimes, an alterna-
tive energy source will be necessary for increasing en-
ergy supply diversity. To meet these energy demands, 
the United States should coordinate with countries 
open to Western investment, like Kazakhstan and 
Uzbekistan, to formulate beneficial agreements. The 
United States should exercise transparency with great 
regional powers, including Russia and China. Coun-
tries like Kazakhstan are enjoying greater autonomy 
regardless of Chinese and Russian influence.14 The 
United States could coordinate with Russia and China 
to improve Kazakhstan’s oil production, improving 
global energy security. 

Another important commodity critical for the U.S. 
economy found in Central Asia is rare-earth minerals. 
Currently, the United States has only one rare-earth 
mine and does not have the capability to process 
rare-earth minerals.15 China, on the other hand, 
maintains a strong monopoly since China accounts 
for 63% of the world’s rare-earth mining, 85% of 
rare-earth processing, and 92% of rare-earth magnet 
production.16 However, China’s demand for raw-earth 
materials surpasses its supplies.17 Due to this, China 
may also be in the market for alternative rare-earth 
mineral markets. 

Despite Central Asia’s abundance of rare-earth min-
erals, they lack the proper technology to exploit their 
own resources. The United States and allies that are 
invested in Central Asian rare-earth minerals, like Ja-
pan and South Korea, could work to improve Central 
Asian technologies and gain access to Central Asian 
markets. 

The United States can work to find ways to improve 
upon Europe’s model of engagement in Central Asia. 
Engagement with Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan is not 
new for the United States, but there are opportunities 
to reduce tensions with great powers in the region. 
Pushing energy projects with countries that are closed 
off to the West and rely on Russian expertise in the 
gas industry sector, like Turkmenistan, could spark 
conflict. Instead, more open countries like Kazakhstan 
and Uzbekistan should be prioritized. 

The fact that Russia and China will always be the 
most influential actors in the region cannot be evaded. 
It is unrealistic that Central Asian countries will sever 
rare-earth mineral trade with China, given its prox-
imity and abundant reserves. To foster an atmosphere 
of rare-earth mineral cooperation in Central Asia, 
China, and Russia should be included in discussions 
regarding rare-earth extraction in Central Asia. Lever-
aging the fact that China depends on the United States 
to export its rare-earth minerals for processing will 
incentivize China to participate in multilateral discus-
sions.18 

Russia and China Are and Will Al-
ways be the Biggest Players in Cen-
tral Asia 

Russia’s History in Central Asia 

The stakes are highest for Russia in Central Asia be-
cause it is the region’s dominant historical and cultur-
al influence. Central Asia was the arena for the “Great 
Game” between the Russian Empire and the British 
Empire. The Russian Empire engaged in imperial 
expansion throughout the nineteenth century by con-
quering Central Asia, adding 1.5 million square miles 
to its territory and at least 6 million people.19 Central 
Asia was eventually integrated into the Soviet Union 
as five Soviet socialist republics after the Red Army 
overcame Central Asian resistance from 1924-1936.20 

During the days of the Soviet Union, Central Asia 
was incorporated into centralized production and 
distribution.21 Regional borders were officially closed 
off from many outside products and exchanges.22  
Soviet intervention escalated in 1979 when the Soviet 
Union invaded Afghanistan on December 24, 1979, 
under the pretext of upholding the Soviet-Afghan 
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Friendship Treaty.23 In 1988, despite failing to install 
a sympathetic communist regime in Afghanistan, the 
Soviet Union signed an accord with the United States, 
Pakistan, and Afghanistan and agreed to withdraw its 
troops the next year.24 

The Soviet-Afghan war facilitated the rise of the 
Taliban after the collapse of the de facto government, 
which occurred three years following the Soviets’ 
eventual withdrawal.25 The Soviet withdrawal from 
Afghanistan precipitated the fragmentation of the 
Soviet Union and the independence of its Soviet re-
publics. After becoming independent in 1991, Central 
Asian countries began to liberalize their economies 
and open their borders to trade.26 Russia has remained 
highly influential in Central Asia, with Russia being 
seen as a political model, given their common politi-
cal history and centralized power structures.27 

Russian Interests in Central Asia 

Security tops the list of Russian interests in Central 
Asia, especially given the region’s proximity to Rus-
sia. Security in Central Asia has been a salient issue 
for Russia due to a long history of militants flowing 
across Afghanistan’s Central Asian borders.28 Some of 
the most active militants in Afghanistan are of Central 
Asian–rooted groups such as the Islamic movements 
of Tajikistan and Uzbekistan; the Turkistan Islamic 
Party (formerly East Turkistan Islamic Movement), 
founded in Western China; and Islamic State Kho-
rasan Province (IS-K), which, unlike the Taliban, has 
broader regional ambitions.29 After the U.S. with-
drawal, Russia has found it imperative to ramp up se-
curity assistance to Central Asia.30 However, because 
Moscow decided to invade Ukraine, Russia has been 
forced to move troops from its bases in Central Asia 
to support the military effort in Ukraine.31 

Regional threats Russia considers security risks 
include drug trading, human trafficking, illegal migra-
tion, and terrorism.32 Russia remains concerned with 
a spillover of terrorism from Afghanistan.33 In the 
past, Russia has worried about the potential of Islam-
ic extremism taking root in places where historical 
anti-Russian sentiments remain, such as Chechnya.34 
Due to Russia’s reduced security presence in Central 
Asia, Russia may become concerned that it will be-
come more susceptible to these threats. 

One way Russia has pursued its security interests in 
Eurasia historically is via the Russia-led Collective 
Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) alliance, which 
was organized in 1992 with Russia, Armenia, Belarus, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan as members. 
The CSTO uses a rotating presidency system in which 
the state leading the CSTO changes every year.35 The 
CSTO also supports arms sales and manufacturing, as 
well as military training and exercises.36 This alli-
ance became more relevant after the United States 
withdrew from Afghanistan due to potential conflict 
between CSTO members and the Taliban govern-
ment.37 After the Taliban retook Kabul, Russia coordi-
nated with Uzbekistan and Tajikistan to hold military 
exercises. Russia also maintains military facilities in 
Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan. With Rus-
sia being the most influential member of the CSTO, 
it will always have security interests in the Central 
Asian region. 

Another major goal for Moscow is maintaining en-
ergy projects in the oil, gas, and hydropower indus-
tries.38 After the fall of the Soviet Union, Moscow 
inherited the infrastructure Central Asian states need-
ed to transport energy, which created a dependence on 
Russia’s pipelines and energy market.39 More recently, 
Russia and Kazakhstan, which share the second-lon-
gest land border in the world, have collaborated on 
significant energy projects in the past, strengthening 
cross-border cooperation.40 

Russia and Turkmenistan also share a history of coop-
eration in the energy sector. In 2003, the two coun-
tries signed a 25-year natural gas shipment contract 
to increase the transfer of natural gas from 5 billion 
cubic meters per year in the first phase to 70-80 bil-
lion cubic meters annually in Russia.41 In 2019, after 
a three-year hiatus, Russia’s Gazprom resumed gas 
purchases from Turkmenistan by signing a five-year 
contract with an annual volume of 5.5 billion cubic 
meters.42 

Russia maintains diplomatic contact with Central 
Asian countries via the Shanghai Cooperation Or-
ganization (SCO), which meets annually regarding 
trade, energy, and education.43 However, the Rus-
so-Ukrainian conflict has prompted Central Asian 
countries to seek a more stable partner. Russia’s role 
in Central Asia has been declining over the years 
and is being overshadowed by another great power: 
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China. 

China is a Relative Newcomer 

While Russia has deep historical and cultural ties 
in Central Asia, China is a relative newcomer to the 
region. Despite this, China has become increasingly 
influential in Central Asia and has overshadowed Rus-
sia in certain areas. Beijing has focused on three key 
areas: energy, transport, and security. 

Relations between China and Central Asia have im-
proved since the republics’ independence from the So-
viet Union in 1991. During the Soviet period, shared 
borders between China and the Kazakh, Kyrgyz, and 
Tajik Soviet Socialist Republics were unsettled and 
the cause of tensions.44 After these republics became 
sovereign nations, their borders with China were 
swiftly demarcated. These border demarcations led to 
the 1996 formation of the Shanghai Five, consisting 
of China, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, and Tajik-
istan.45 This group held summits to promote greater 
mutual cooperative efforts in trade, culture, military, 
and security affairs.46 The Shanghai Five became the 
SCO in 2001 when it expanded to include Pakistan, 
India, and Uzbekistan as members.47 

China tapped into its Silk Road roots with Central 
Asia when President Xi Jinping announced the Belt 
and Road Initiative (BRI) in Astana, Kazakhstan, in 
2013.48 This initiative established China as a major 
global player aspiring to expand its influence through 
infrastructure, transport, and energy projects. It out-
lined China’s intention to increase economic links to 
Southeast Asia, Central Asia, Russia, and Central and 
Eastern Europe.49 Central Asia stands out among these 
areas because of its strategic location, natural resourc-
es, and ripeness for investment. 

China’s Significant Moves in Central Asia

 China has increasingly prioritized Central Asia in 
its diplomatic strategy. Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan 
were the first countries President Xi visited since the 
COVID-19 pandemic in 2020.50 On January 25th, 
2022, President Xi hosted the five leaders of Central 
Asia to commemorate the 30th anniversary of diplo-
matic relations between China and the Central Asian 
countries.51 At this summit, China announced its goal 
to increase trade between China and the region to 

$70 billion by 2030.52 Through the BRI, infrastruc-
ture projects like the China– Kyrgyzstan– Uzbekistan 
railway and the Central Asia-China gas pipeline have 
solidified Beijing’s economic influence in Central 
Asia. 

Through BRI, China has engaged in significant trade 
with Central Asia. While Central Asia does not rank 
highly on China’s list of trading partners, China is 
Central Asia’s most important trading partner. By 
2018, it became Central Asia’s largest trading partner, 
with a 29% share of trade, while trade with Russia 
declined to 18%.53 

Unlike Russia, which possesses its own vast energy 
reserves, China sees Central Asia as vital for its ener-
gy security. The Central Asian countries allow China 
to reduce its dependence on West Asia for energy.54 
China has invested in and imported fossil fuels, in-
cluding oil, gas, and uranium, as well as other miner-
als from Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan, and Uzbekistan.55 

Figure 1: A Map of the Central Asia-China Gas 
Pipeline

Source: Wikimedia Commons (https://commons.wiki-
media.org/wiki/File:CentralAsiaChinapipeline.png)

While Beijing has generally shown deference to 
Moscow in security matters, regional stability is 
still a high priority for China, especially following 
the American withdrawal from Afghanistan. China 
aims to avoid the spillover of terrorist activity from 
Afghanistan into Western China and the Xinjiang 
Autonomous Region.56 Additionally, China sees the 
East Turkestan Islamic Movement (ETIM), a group 
that seeks to liberate the Xinjiang Province and the 
Uyghur people from Chinese government control, as 
a present threat that must be met.57 
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Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan have been responsive to 
the Chinese presence in the region, which includes 
military exercises, military equipment transfers, 
the construction of security infrastructure, and the 
deployment of private security companies.58 China 
supplied Central Asian countries with 13% of its arms 
from 2015 to 2020, a significant increase from the 
1.5% supplied from 2010 to 2014. These figures may 
increase if Russia remains preoccupied with its con-
flict in Ukraine and cannot fulfill its security duties in 
the region.59 

Many Aspects of U.S. Policy in Cen-
tral Asia are Not Serving U.S. Inter-
ests 

On February 5, 2020, the U.S. Department of State 
released a report entitled United States Strategy for 
Central Asia 2019-2025: Advancing Sovereignty and 
Economic Prosperity.60 Its list of objectives includes 
“working with Central Asian states to build their 
resilience to short and long-term threats to their sta-
bility; to strengthen their independence from malign 
actors and to develop political, economic, and securi-
ty partnerships with the United States.”61 Ultimately, 
the U.S. Department of State aims to “foster regional 
independence and not create dependency.”62 

Recent U.S. diplomacy in Central Asia has not helped 
matters. U.S. Assistant Secretary of State for the Bu-
reau of South and Central Asian Affairs, Donald Lu, 
visited Central Asia in November 2022 to “reinforce 
the United States’ commitment to each country’s 
independence, sovereignty, and territorial integrity.”63 
The recent U.S. National Security Strategy (NSS), 
released in October of 2022, frames Russia and China 
as presenting “different challenges” in Central Asia. 
The NSS also asserts that Russia “poses an immediate 
threat to the free and open international system.”64 

This rhetoric is counterproductive and will complicate 
constructive cooperation in Central Asia. Ensuring 
the sovereignty and territorial integrity of the Central 
Asian countries would entail military involvement 
and add to already high tensions with great regional 
powers surrounding Central Asia. Instead, the United 
States should work with Central Asian countries in 
other areas that serve U.S. interests and Central Asian 

countries’ desire for U.S. engagement. 

The report outlines some objectives that involve 
utilizing non-military tools to advance U.S. goals in 
Central Asia. These include promoting U.S. private 
sector investment in the region, fostering educational 
and cultural exchange, and interacting through dip-
lomatic platforms like the C5+1, where the United 
States has met annually with the leaders of Central 
Asian nations since 2015. While using non-military 
tools is welcome and preferable to military coercion, 
these goals are far too broad and vague. Rather than 
focusing on broad initiatives, directing attention to 
fostering cooperation with Central Asian countries, 
China, and Russia in areas like energy and rare-earth 
minerals will provide more concrete benefits for 
Americans. The potential for an off-ramp from rising 
tensions between the United States, Russia, and China 
could pay dividends and serve U.S. national security 
interests.
 
At its worst, the report’s rhetoric suggests an expan-
sion of military interests. It discusses reducing ter-
rorist threats via joint military exercises like Steppe 
Eagle, a U.S. Army Central-led exercise promoting 
regional stability and interoperability in Central and 
South Asia.65 These types of military partnerships 
will entangle the United States in conflicts that do not 
imperil U.S. security. Additionally, stressing “border 
security” and “stabilizing Afghanistan” is concerning, 
especially after the United States has since withdrawn 
from Afghanistan. Russian Foreign Minister Sergey 
Lavrov made Russia’s red line clear when on August 
24, 2021, he said that he does not want to see Ameri-
can soldiers in Central Asia and that this region con-
stitutes a common security area.66 Border security and 
regional stability should be the concern of countries 
in the region, not the United States. While a Steppe 
Eagle exercise has not occurred since 2019, likely 
because of the COVID-19 pandemic and Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine, future U.S. military exercises in 
Central Asia could occur. 

Europe is Capitalizing on Central 
Asian Countries’ Desire for Western 
Engagement in Key Industries 

Since the start of the Russo-Ukrainian conflict, the 
landscape of diplomacy and economic engagement 
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in Central Asia has drastically changed. All Central 
Asian countries, despite the prospect of agitating Rus-
sia, have not supported the Russian decision to invade 
Ukraine.67 The Central Asian countries also do not 
recognize the recently annexed republics of Donetsk, 
Kherson, Luhansk, and Zaporizhzhia.68 Additionally, 
Central Asian countries are adhering to Western sanc-
tions against Russia, meaning that the region’s banks 
do not accept Russian MIR payment cards, which is 
Russia’s main payment system.69 

Due to the uncertainty caused by the conflict in 
Ukraine, Central Asian countries have exercised 
greater autonomy by diversifying their partner base 
and are more open than ever to Western engagement.70 
While Turkmenistan remains relatively closed off to 
the West, countries like Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan 
have warmed up to foreign investment. The European 
Union (EU) has taken the initiative and coordinated 
with Central Asian countries on several fronts with its 
Enhanced Partnership and Cooperation Agreements 
(ECPA).71 

Kazakhstan 

The EU takes an effective approach by not treating 
Central Asia as a monolith. Instead, it has formulated 
a cohesive strategy for certain Central Asian coun-
tries with specific objectives. The EU at the Sharm 
el-Sheikh Climate Change Conference (COP27) 
established an agreement with Kazakhstan to focus on 
three areas: “closer economic and industrial integra-
tion in the strategic value chains of raw materials, 
batteries, and renewable hydrogen, increasing the 
resilience of raw material, battery, and renewable 
hydrogen supply chains, and closer bilateral coop-
eration on capacity-building, skills, and research & 
innovation on topics like decarbonization and the 
sustainability of mining processes.”72 With the EU 
being Kazakhstan’s biggest trade partner, this newly 
defined partnership allows them to focus on a narrow 
set of goals.73 

Through this partnership, the EU gains the rare-earth 
minerals needed to produce in-demand technolo-
gies like renewable car batteries, wind turbines, and 
semiconductors. Kazakhstan has extensive reserves 
of uranium and ranks first in the world in producing 
and exporting raw uranium.74 It is the single largest 
supplier to the EU nuclear energy industry and meets 

more than 21% of the EU uranium demand.75 The 
partnership also provides clear benefits to Kazakhstan 
because Europe is helping to make their extraction 
methods more effective and less harmful to the local 
environment. Water and air quality in Kazakhstan are 
vital, especially to rural communities. 

The mining sector in Kazakhstan is prospering from 
Western investment because it can transition from a 
bureaucratic, inefficient state-run enterprise tainted by 
corruption and rent-seeking.76 This contributes greatly 
to President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev’s efforts to pro-
mote a market reform program, which aims to combat 
stagnation and oligarchic capture of the economy.77 

With over 70% of its oil exports going to the EU (6% 
of EU oil demand), Kazakhstan has become the EU’s 
third-largest non-OPEC supplier.78 Kazakhstan has 
used effective diplomacy by utilizing its new leverage 
with powers like Russia to open its markets westward. 
For example, Kazakhstan secured approval from 
Russia to use its pipeline infrastructure to transport 
300,000 tons of oil to buyers in Germany in the first 
quarter of 2023.79 In exchange, in December 2022, 
Kazakhstan reached an intergovernmental agreement 
with Russia, valid until 2034, which allows its terri-
tory to be used for the transit of oil to China.80 With 
China becoming one of Russia’s most important ener-
gy customers, Russia needs secure access to Central 
Asia to transit oil eastward. 

Lastly, the EU pledged in 2022 to double gas im-
ports from Azerbaijan by 2027.81 Kazakhstan recent-
ly announced that it would start using Azerbaijan’s 
Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan (BTC) pipeline to begin trans-
porting its crude oil to global markets in 2023, which 
would end Russia’s two-decade monopoly of trans-
porting Kazakh oil.82 Making inroads with Azerbai-
jan, a country that is increasingly friendly toward the 
West, will give Europe opportunities to cater to its 
energy security needs. 

Uzbekistan 

While Uzbekistan does not boast the same level 
of energy resources that Kazakhstan does, it plays 
an equally important role: assisting in the regional 
stability of Central Asia and involving great powers. 
Uzbekistan has not only improved domestically, with 
more transparent government bodies and greater eco-
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nomic freedom but has also made it a priority to trans-
form Central Asia into a zone of stability and sustain-
able development, as well as establish an atmosphere 
of trust and good neighborliness.83 To achieve this, 
Tashkent aims to facilitate the development of mutu-
ally beneficial cooperation with the EU and its mem-
ber states in both bilateral and multilateral formats. 

Uzbekistan is also an important transport hub con-
necting Central Asia with the West.84 Uzbekistan aims 
to expand beyond relying on Russia as an econom-
ic partner by opening new trade routes, including 
creating an alternative corridor to traditional Rus-
sian-Kazakhstani routes and attracting international 
companies from China, the EU, and the United States, 
among others.85 This will allow Uzbekistan to be less 
susceptible to crashes caused by regional crises like 
the Russo-Ukrainian conflict and will allow the West 
greater access to Central Asian markets. 

The United States Can Build on Eu-
rope’s Engagement by Coordinating 
with Russia and China and Improv-
ing Central Asian Productivity

Kazakhstan- Energy 

In the same vein, the United States should prioritize 
working with Central Asia’s most influential actors, 
Kazakhstan, and Uzbekistan, to diversify U.S. energy 
sources and rare-earth commodities. In 2022, at its 
peak, the United States purchased 619,000 barrels of 
oil a day from Saudi Arabia.86 This is a sharp decrease 
from previous years due to oil supply cuts imposed by 
the government of Saudi Arabia. 

In comparison, Kazakhstan produced approximately 
1.68 million barrels per day of oil in 2022 and has 30 
billion in reserves as of 2021.87 Kazakhstan has main-
ly been a major energy destination for Europe and 
China.88 In 2022, the United States bought 4.3 million 
barrels of Kazakhstan’s CPC Blend, down from 13.2 
million in the same period a year ago.89 This is large-
ly due to a decline spurred by pipeline and terminal 
outages and worries about the status of exports from a 
Russian port.90 

Of the 65.7 million tons of oil and oil products ex-

ported by Kazakhstan in 2021, only 3.6 million tons 
went to China.91 Countries like Italy, the Netherlands, 
and France received more.92 Since 2010, China’s 
share in Kazakhstan’s national oil production has 
halved from 31% to 16%.93 Its cumulative investment 
in the oil and gas sector has been slowing, too, down 
from $3.7 billion in 2013 to $1.3 billion in 2021.94 

Despite these downward trends, Kazakhstan is the 
most important partner for China’s strategic priority 
to shift trade and energy dependence from sea to land, 
and both sides are enthusiastic about deepening coop-
eration.95 The energy cooperation between Kazakh-
stan and China is based mainly on China’s need to 
import energy for development, its desire to diversify 
its import sources, and on Kazakhstan’s goal to diver-
sify its export routes and expand export volumes.96 

Most of Kazakhstan’s energy is exported to and 
through Russia. Almost 80% of all oil produced in 
Kazakhstan’s western oilfields is exported to southern 
Russia and Russia’s Black Sea oil terminal at Novo-
rossiysk.97 Russia has used this influence on Kazakh-
stan’s transit to set Kazakh oil prices in its shipments 
to China. 

On July 6, 2022, a Russian court ordered a halt of 
crude oil exports from Kazakhstan via a Black Sea 
port to punish the EU after it imposed an oil em-
bargo against Russia after Russia decided to invade 
Ukraine.98 Political and business pressure aided in 
reversing the court’s decision on July 11, as the 30-
day suspension was re-negotiated into a fine equiva-
lent to just $3,250.99 In response to this threat, Presi-
dent Tokayev announced Kazakhstan would explore 
alternative routes for its crude exports.100 In addition 
to limited routes, Kazakhstan suffers from several 
domestic issues regarding energy production. Kazakh-
stan has poor oil and gas infrastructure. Kazakh resi-
dents in the north, east, and south do not have access 
to network gas since the domestic pipeline network is 
underdeveloped, and natural gas reserves are located 
in western Kazakhstan.101 The quality of energy also 
suffers as Kazakhstan’s oil exports to China are low-
grade.102 

Kazakhstan would have far less energy potential than 
it currently does if it were not for the investment of 
U.S. companies. In 2019, U.S. firms produced 30% 
of all oil production in the country.103 Several of the 
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leading Kazakh oil producers and the Caspian Pipe-
line Consortium are owned by Western companies. 
In fact, Tengizchevroil, a $20 billion joint venture 
between Chevron and a subsidiary of Kazakhstan’s 
state-owned oil enterprise (Kazakhstan’s largest oil 
producer), is led by Chevron and Exxon Mobil, which 
own approximately 75% of the interest in the project. 
Russia’s LUKOIL and Kazakhstan’s KazMunayGaz 
have lesser stakes in Tengizchevroil.104 

USAID has previously worked with Kazakhstan by 
providing training and technical assistance to enable 
Kazakhstan to modernize its energy sector while 
safeguarding the environment.105 This support has 
focused on energy efficiency, renewable energy, and 
increasing private investment in the energy sector.106 
While only 1.5 million tons of oil is expected to flow 
from Kazakhstan through the BTC, the United States 
can help Kazakhstan reach its potential and raise this 
number considerably.107 Given that BP is the operator 
of the BTC, the United States and Europe have room 
to expand their capacity.108 To meet this end, USAID 
can help the private sector facilitate cooperation with 
EU companies to boost Kazakh oil exports via the 
BTC. 

The United States cannot realistically and should not 
lead efforts that push Kazakhstan toward circum-
venting Moscow. After Russian gas giant Gazprom 
and the Kazakh government signed a deal including 
the processing of Kazakh gas at Russia’s Orenburg 
gas plant on January 18, 2023, Kazakh Deputy For-
eign Minister Roman Vassilenko explicitly stated 
that Kazakhstan would not “allow its territory to be 
used to circumvent sanctions” and would bear that in 
mind “when it comes to assessing any potential new 
initiatives.”109 All energy agreements must be con-
ducted through a commercial business lens rather than 
expecting political favors that could agitate Russia. 
If Kazakhstan decides to work closer on alternative 
routes that evade Moscow, it must be on its own 
accord. 

Given these parameters, what should the United 
States do to best utilize its investment? The United 
States can cooperate with great powers in their exist-
ing lanes of engagement. China is the economic in-
fluencer, while Russia provides routes and exports oil 
through its territory. China profits from its economic 
gains in the region, while Russia primarily aims to 

maintain stability and security through its hard power. 

The United States’ opportunity to work with Ka-
zakhstan to reach its potential can be an area that 
favors both the United States and China. Despite 
enduring tensions, China and the United States are 
deeply economically connected, so it is in their best 
interest to find areas of cooperation. As of November 
2022, refiners in China remain as big U.S. crude oil 
buyers.110 With China’s interest in shifting trade and 
energy dependence from sea to land, China can use 
its influence to contribute to Western efforts to mod-
ernize Kazakhstan’s energy sector. The United States, 
the EU, and China could also cooperate in making oil 
production cleaner and less harmful to local envi-
ronments. Almaty, Kazakhstan’s largest metropolis, 
is one of the twenty-five most polluted cities in the 
world.111 The United States and China have worked 
on science and technology related issues together for 
over thirty years, including energy efficiency, electric-
ity, and transportation.112 Even amid high tensions, the 
Xi and Biden administrations have recently agreed to 
cooperate on issues related to climate change.113 Col-
laborating in Kazakhstan is an opportunity to reignite 
this historic area of bilateral cooperation. 

In 2020, crude petroleum comprised about half of Ka-
zakhstan’s total exports.114 The United States and Chi-
na, by modernizing Kazakhstan’s energy sector, eco-
nomically prosper and provide more jobs for the local 
population, contributing to regional stability. While 
China has a history of utilizing its own workforce to 
complete projects, this has led to violent conflicts and 
protests in Kazakhstan. The United States must work 
with China to integrate the Kazakh workforce for 
local prosperity and stability. Additionally, the United 
States must make a case that when China cuts costs 
by relying solely on Chinese workers, it will work 
against them in the long run and spark future unrest.115 
Unrest may also harm existing, as well as future, U.S. 
investments in Kazakhstan. 

Regional stability works in Russia’s favor and al-
lows Russia to exert itself less on the security front. 
Poverty is a contributing factor to unrest in Kazakh-
stan. A recent example is the unrest that began in the 
oil-producing city of Zhanaozen after a sudden sharp 
increase in liquefied gas prices following the lifting 
of a government-enforced price cap on January 1.116 
In response, Russia, as part of the CSTO, sent in 
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peacekeeping forces to quell the violence. With the 
Russo-Ukrainian war causing economic uncertainty 
in post-Soviet republics, Russia could potentially face 
more unrest to its south, which could present security 
threats to Russia along its long border with Kazakh-
stan. 

Evading transit countries like Russia is unavoidable 
for Kazakhstan. With the United States playing such 
a big part in the production of Kazakh oil, the United 
States and Russia should negotiate favorable terms for 
both sides. While Russia may not prosper economi-
cally to the same degree as China in Central Asia, sta-
bility in the region may incentivize Moscow to allow 
the United States, U.S. allies, and China to invest and 
cooperate in the region. 

Kazakhstan-Rare-Earth Minerals 

The United States has recently made it a priority to 
focus on trade and cooperation in Kazakhstan re-
garding rare-earth minerals, as representatives of the 
Department of Commerce, State Department, and 
U.S. Geological Survey met with Kazakh heads of 
Ministries of Industry and Infrastructure Develop-
ment, Ecology, Geology, and Natural Resources.117 
An agreement was reached on extracting and process-
ing rare-earth metals in Kazakhstan using American 
technology.118 The United States has identified 384 
critical raw material sources scattered across 160 sites 
in Kazakhstan.119 

While American mining businesses could conceivably 
establish themselves in Central Asia, some barriers 
may make entry difficult. The remoteness of Central 
Asia and its relatively unfamiliar investment climate 
may prompt American companies to coordinate with 
established companies instead. For example, in 2012, 
Japanese Trade and Industry Minister Yukio Edano 
signed an agreement with Kazakhstan to construct a 
rare-earths production facility in Stepnogorsk. Su-
mitomo Corp., Japan Oil, Gas, and Metals National 
Corp, and Kazatoprom collaborated on this project.120 

On the European side, France and Germany have 
signed agreements to develop rare-earth element proj-
ects based in Kazakhstan.121 Kazakh companies are 
particularly interested in utilizing German technolo-
gy.122 Kazakhstan and France also agreed to conduct 
joint research to improve production technology for 

processing these precious metals.123 

The United States, while wholly reliant on outside 
sources, was once the leader in mining and refin-
ing rare-earth minerals from the mid-1960s to the 
mid-1980s.124 The cost and environmental concerns, 
including releasing toxic chemicals, led to regulations 
against rare-earth mineral mining in the United States. 
However, the United States is starting to make ex-
tracting these rare-earth minerals a priority. 

On September 19, 2022, the U.S. Department of Ener-
gy (DOE) announced up to $156 million in funding 
from President Biden’s Bipartisan Infrastructure Law 
for a first-of-a-kind facility to extract and separate 
rare-earth elements (REE) and critical minerals (CM) 
from unconventional sources like mining waste.125 
While this project will take significant time to get 
off the ground, the United States can demonstrate its 
ability to extract these materials in the most envi-
ronmentally friendly way possible. These methods 
can be shared with U.S. allies’ companies in Central 
Asia, expanding supply routes. The U.S. government 
should give tax incentives to companies investing in 
rare-earth mineral excavation to bolster U.S. efforts 
further. 

How can great powers like China be brought to the ta-
ble? Cooperation with China in the rare-earth mineral 
sector can be incorporated into future climate change 
cooperation. In the past, China has struggled with 
the toxic waste byproducts of its rare-earth mineral 
extraction.126 These extractions have led to air, water, 
and soil pollution.127 Central Asian countries like Ka-
zakhstan are surely not interested in extraction proj-
ects that could harm their local populations, which 
could reduce China’s status in the Central Asian 
rare-earth mineral market. 

The United States and its allies could coordinate with 
China by sharing newly developed extraction methods 
that would benefit China’s environmental situation. 
The United States also plays a critical role in export-
ing China’s rare-earth minerals for processing, which 
can serve as leverage in negotiations.128 In exchange, 
the United States and its allies should be allowed to 
peacefully engage in Kazakhstan’s rare-earth mineral 
market, which poses little threat to China’s dominance 
in the rare-earth mineral sphere. 
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Uzbekistan- Diplomacy 

Uzbekistan, the only Central Asian state to border 
all four Central Asian countries, has made strides 
in recent years to promote cooperation, peace, and 
stability in Central Asia. Uzbek President Shavkat 
Mirziyoyev’s economic liberalization and democratic 
reforms have paid dividends domestically and in the 
country’s relations with its neighbors. Since Mirziy-
oyev’s election in 2016, the volume of trade between 
the states of Central Asia in 2021 increased by 55%.129 
Additionally, the inflow of foreign direct investment 
(FDI) has grown from about $2 billion in 2017 to 
over $8 billion in 2021.130 

Uzbekistan’s utilization of multilateral forums has 
effectively facilitated an atmosphere of transparen-
cy and cooperation in Central Asia. Uzbekistan also 
hopes to raise the profile of Central Asia for foreign 
investors. The United States could coordinate close-
ly with Uzbekistan to create a working group with 
Central Asian states, allies, and great powers in the 
region. Uzbekistan has the experience of serving as a 
mediator in the region and would be the ideal state to 
facilitate this group. 

Additionally, Uzbekistan could assist in improving 
transparency in existing organizations, such as the 
U.S.-led C5+1, a diplomatic summit held by the 
United States with all five Central Asian states. After 
the withdrawal from Afghanistan, sensitive topics 
like security are less salient and should be abandoned 
completely. By removing the security aspect, the 
C5+1 should not only be open to coordinating with al-
lied organizations like Japan’s ‘Central Asia + Japan’ 
group but also the SCO, of which Russia and China 
are members. Transparency will allow for an oppor-
tunity for countries to establish red lines and for the 
West to show that it means no harm from a security 
standpoint. 

Uzbekistan- Rare-Earth Mineral Research 

Uzbekistan has also worked with foreign partners to 
improve rare-earth mineral extraction through aca-
demic avenues. For example, Uzbekistan strength-
ened its rare-earth mineral extractive sector by 
working alongside South Korean research institutes 
to establish Central Asia’s first rare-earth mineral 
research center.131 This center has allowed Uzbeki-

stan to develop closer ties with the Korea Institute of 
Industrial Technology and the Korean Institute of 12 
Rare Metals. “This center is the only one in Central 
Asia and the best in equipping research of rare metals 
in the world. The Korean side intends to assist Uz-
bekistan in training specialists in rare metals and hard 
alloys. Cooperation with foreign partners will help 
increase the competitiveness of products, create high 
value-added products, organize jobs, and reach a new 
level of quality,” Korea Institute of Industrial Tech-
nology President Sung-il Yu noted.132 Uzbekistan’s 
support of multilateral cooperation in the rare-earth 
mineral sector has paid off. Additionally, Uzbekistan 
has developed efficiency, favorable infrastructure, and 
a highly skilled workforce.133 

Despite these positive developments, Uzbekistan 
has not been able to utilize all of its resources. As of 
2019, only 20% of Uzbekistan’s $5.7 trillion worth 
of mineral resource potential has been explored.134 
The United States should encourage and invest in the 
research of its allies that have established research 
and educational ties to Central Asia, such as France, 
South Korea, and Japan, to improve the efficiency of 
extraction techniques and enable reserve exploration. 

Policy Recommendations 

Implementing the following policy recommendations 
will require U.S. policy toward Central Asia to adopt 
a narrower set of interests. The United States should 
primarily focus on finding cooperative avenues in 
Central Asia that allow for it to work with allies and 
the Central Asian countries to develop and acquire 
necessary resources like energy and rare-earth miner-
als while creating off-ramps for rising tensions with 
China and Russia. Security assurances and military 
involvement in Central Asia should be abandoned to 
achieve these constructive relationships. Russia and, 
increasingly, China will always be the most influen-
tial actors in the region. Adopting a greater degree of 
transparency and openness among working groups in 
Central Asia will serve the United States, its allies, 
and the Central Asian countries well in avoiding a 
contentious great power competition or, worse, a great 
power conflict.

 1. Focus on a limited set of interests, such 
as energy and rare-earth minerals, and cre-
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ating off-ramps with great powers. 

The United States has a set of limited priorities in 
Central Asia. Energy and rare-earth minerals are 
concrete commodities that the United States needs to 
maintain a high standard of living. Contributing U.S. 
expertise will allow Central Asia republics to reach 
their full potential and have more to offer their part-
ners. The U.S. government is beginning to focus more 
on these issues. Still, more concrete actions like tax 
incentives for businesses that invest in these com-
modities in Central Asia can have a more significant 
effect. Investing in more effective and less environ-
mentally harmful extraction methods for energy and 
rare-earth minerals is a worthwhile endeavor. While 
these commodities can be found elsewhere, the Unit-
ed States has a rare opportunity to cultivate stronger 
relations with enthusiastic Central Asian partners and 
cooperate with Russia and China in an area with rela-
tively low stakes. 

2. Prioritize U.S. regional engagement with 
Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. 

The United States cannot afford to treat Central Asia 
as a monolith. Concerns over security and human 
rights have often characterized talks with other Cen-
tral Asian countries like Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan. 
U.S. involvement cannot solve these issues, and the 
United States is not obligated to do so. Kazakhstan is 
far and away the most economically prosperous Cen-
tral Asian state, with which the United States has a 
history of private sector involvement. Working closer 
with Kazakhstan can help the United States improve 
its energy security and rely less on Saudi Arabia, 
which has dragged the United States into needless 
conflict. Uzbekistan is becoming a regional leader in 
Central Asia with increasing diplomatic capital. The 
United States should work with Uzbekistan to facil-
itate the region’s constructive, cooperative working 
relations. 

3. Discontinue Steppe Eagle Military Exer-
cises and similar military activities. 

 These exercises are a liability to the security of the 
United States and likely will cause tensions with 
Russia and China to rise. The United States faces no 
threat from terroristic activity in Central Asia. Having 

military personnel in Central Asia will expose them to 
blowback and give regional actors more of a reason 
to cause Americans harm. Due to their proximity, 
Russia and China face more significant consequences 
from the activity of violent non-state actors in Central 
Asia than the United States. Due to this, the United 
States should refrain from providing any promises to 
preserve sovereignty or regional stability. Security 
should be left to those directly affected by these local 
threats. The United States must make this intention 
clear to Russia and China. 

4. Recognize shared interests with Russia 
and China.

The United States must acknowledge shared interests 
with Russia and China to facilitate working relations. 
Russia aims to maintain regional security via its great 
power status and the CSTO. The United States can 
do its part by letting Russia assume this responsi-
bility. Contributions can be made to the stability of 
Central Asia not through military force but through 
providing economic opportunities for Central Asian 
workers. This will lead to less backlash against China 
for overutilizing its workforce, which has perpetuated 
protests and unrest. Developing more effective oil and 
rare-earth mineral extraction methods that emphasize 
efficiency and cause less harm to the surrounding 
environment will serve all parties and contribute to a 
healthier climate. 

5. Establish an environment of transparen-
cy and openness via working groups. 

The United States can lead an initiative for inclusive 
diplomatic and economic forums and meetings via 
the C5+1, along with similar groups like ‘Japan plus 
Central Asia’ and with EU partners. Transparency and 
openness with the SCO will be critical to incorpo-
rating China and Russia into future discussions and 
negotiations. Red lines and conditions must be estab-
lished and abided by to mitigate the risk of conflict. 
Failing to incorporate these expectations is reckless 
and counterproductive. 
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